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How Common Is Child Sexual Abuse?

Of the approximately 3.2 million children reported to CPS during 2014, 8.3 percent were 
victims of CSA. Approximately 60,000 total cases of CSA were substantiated, a number 
that is less than one-half what it was in the early 1990s, according to the National Child 
Abuse and Neglect Data System (NCANDS) (U.S. DHHS, 2016). The most up-to-date 
examination of NCANDS data suggests a 64 percent decline in CSA between 1990 and 
2014 (Finkelhor, Saito, & Jones, 2016). The four National Incidence Studies (NIS-1,  
NIS-2, NIS-3, NIS-4), which survey mandated professionals, similarly suggest that CSA 
has declined since the early 1990s. For example, NIS-3 estimated a 1993 rate of 4.5 per 
1,000 children. NIS-4, which is the most recent study, estimated a rate of 2.4 per 1,000 
children (Sedlak et al., 2010). These trends are discussed further in Chapter 11.

As noted previously, official statistics, such as those published by NCANDS, are 
difficult to interpret because most child maltreatment never comes to the attention of 
CPS. Underreporting of CSA, in particular, is problematic given that many incidents 
are not disclosed to professionals, friends, or family members (London, Bruck, 
Wright, & Ceci, 2008). Indeed, surveys asking adults about childhood histories of 
CSA reveal that a large percentage of adults report never having disclosed their abuse 
(Lyon & Ahern, 2011). In one study as many as 74 percent of women and 78 percent 
of men did not disclose the abuse during childhood (Laumann, Gagnon, Michael, & 
Michaels, 1994). Another limitation of the NCANDS data is that only cases of CSA 
perpetrated by parents or caregivers are included. It seems clear that whatever esti-
mates are used, they are likely underestimates of the true incidence and prevalence of 
CSA (Berliner, 2011).

Compared with official statistics, self-report surveys have the potential to present 
a clearer picture of the true rate of victimization. As discussed in Chapter 2, however, 
such surveys are not without their problems. Some men and women who were victim-
ized as children may be reluctant to report their childhood experiences as adults. Adult 
reports might also be biased by retrospective recall. Retrospective studies of adults are 
also limited because they provide rates of CSA that apply to the past and do not reflect 
current trends (Jud, Fegert, & Finkelhor, 2016). Even more important, measurement 
requires definition and operationalization of the ambiguous term sexual abuse and 
definitions of this term vary widely across studies.

language education, and long-term housing or relocation assistance (Miller-Perrin & Wurtele, 2017a). 
The National Human Trafficking Resource Center, funded by the U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, operates a hotline where one can report CSEC and also obtain services (https://
traffickingresourcecenter.org/). A number of efforts to prevent CSEC, including public awareness 
campaigns and interventions for at-risk youth, are currently underway and hold promise (Wurtele & 
Miller-Perrin, 2012).
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